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"LIVE  and  Let  Live" 


In  a  pluralistic  society  one  is  forced  to  operate 
on  a  "live  and  let  live"  basis.   Where  many  ideologies 
meet,  many  ethnic  traditions,  many  religions,  many 
styles  of  life,  it  would  be  an  exercise  in  futility 
for  any  ojaa— group  to  suppose  that  it  could  have  its 
way  over  all  the  others. 

Cities  by  their  very  nature  are  pluralistic.   It 
is  in  the  city  above  all  other  places  that  one  must 
learn  to  "live  and  let  live."   Indeed,  the  absence  of 
any  one  predominating  culture  and  the  plethora  of  op- 
tions that  one  finds  in  a  city  account  for  man's  pe- 
rennial fascination  with  the  city.   As  the  old  song 
has  it , 

"How  ya  gonna  keep  'em 

down  on  the  farm 

after  they've  seen  Parie?" 


"Live  and  let  live."   I  don't  know  where  this 
slice  of  folk  wisdom  originated,  but  I  suspect  that  it 
was  city-born.   Let  me  attempt  some  modest  reflections 
on  this  dictum  by  which  millions  of  us  live  in  the 
Metropolitan  area. 

This  sage  counsel,  four  words  long,  divides  Into 
two  parts:   an  active  -  "live,"  and  a  passive  -  "let 
live."  The  passive  side  of  this  epigram  is  the  one 
that  we  tend  to  honor  more.   At  its  best  the  "let  live" 
philosophy  represents  a  healthy  respect  for  the  right 
of  other  people  to  be  themselves.   It  suggests  that 
one  is  aware  that  variety  is  the  spice  of  life.  It  pre- 
sumes that  one  is  modest  enough  not  to  attempt  to  make 
society  over  after  his  own  particular  desires. 

At  its  worst,  however,  the  passive  phrase,  "let 
live"  can  be  used  to  justify  indifference  to  the  needs 
of  others.   It  can  translate  out  to  benign  neglect.  It 


can  render  resignation  respectable.   It  can  mean  going 
one's  own  way  in  silence  while  a  city  and  its  people 
are  collectively  and  individually  mugged,  raped,  em- 
bezzeled,  bamboozled  and  otherwise  abused. 

"Live  and  let  live"  often  turns  out  to  mean  "live 
and  let  die."  At  the  very  least,  Christians  are  here 
to  live  and  help  live.   To  Cain's  ancient  question, 
"Am  I  my  brother's  keeper?"  (Gen.  4:9)  Jesus  gave 
answer  hundreds  of  years  later:  "Inasmuch  as  ye  have 
done  it  unto  one  of  the  least  of  these  my  brethren,  ye 
have  done  it  unto  me."   (Matt.  25:40) 

"Live  and  let  live."   The  passive  side  of  this 
epigram  is  the  side  we  tend  to  honor  more.   Perhaps 
because  it  squares  more  easily  with  our  nature's  lazi- 
er side. 


If  we  are  going  to  govern  our  lives  by  this  phi- 
losophy  let's  not  forget  the  first  part  with  its  ac- 
tive verb.   To  stress  that  first  part  we  have  used  all 
caps  for  the  first  word  in  our  sermon  title  --  LIVE. 
Here  is  the  imperative  that  can  protect  us  against  un- 
due passivity.   In  a  pluralistic  society  we  are  to 
live  as  well  as  let  live.   We  are  to  contribute  some 
initiatives  as  well  as  tolerate,  criticize  and  enjoy 
the  initiatives  of  others. 

This  holds  true  for  us  as  individuals.   Each  of 
us  is,  in  the  current  phrase,  to  "do  his  thing."  This 
is  what  makes  a  city  go.   This  is  what  makes  a  city 
attractive.   This  is  what  makes  a  city  hum.   We  are 
not  to  be  simply  other-directed.   We  are  not  to  stand 
around  and  allow  ourselves  to  be  whipped  into  a  de- 
fensive living  stance  by  some  collective,  invisible 
"they"  out  there. 

Jesus  said  that  we  are  the  light  of  the  world. 
It  is  the  function  of  light  to  shine.   Jesus  said  that 
we  are  the  salt  of  the  earth.   It  belongs  to  salt  to 
season.   Jesus  said  that  we  are  leaven.   Leaven  has  a 
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responsibility  to  release  its  influence  on  the  loaf  and 
make  it  rise! 

Jacques  Ellul  in  his  book,  The  Meaning  of  the 
City,  presents  a  rather  dark  view  of  virtually  every 
metropolis.   Respected  writer  though  he  is,  one  would 
entertain  many  differences  of  judgment  with  Ellul »  The 
noted  Frenchman  points  out  that  Jesus  spent  very  little 
time  in  the  city.   He  observes  that  when  Jesus  wanted 
to  talk  to  city  people  He  brought  them  out  into  the 
country.   He  reminds  us  that  in  the  last  week  of  His 
earthly  life  when  Jesus  was  commuting  to  Jerusalem  He 
did  not  reside  in  the  city  but  chose  rather  to  live 
in  one  of  its  suburbs. 

Let  those  thoughts  play  on  your  mind,  but  go  on 
with  me  to  notice  that  whatever  Jesus  might  have  taken 
the  significance  of  the  city  to  be,  His  most  notable 
herald  in  the  first  century  was  very  big  on  the  city* 
By  a  deliberate  choice  of  strategy  St.  Paul  determined 
to  make  the  gospel  known  in  the  cities.   His  efforts 
were  directed  at  places  like  Corinth,  Ephesus ,  Philippi 
and  Rome.   I  don't  believe  that  Paul  expected  that 
Christianity  would  prevail  in  any  of  those  places.  He 
doubtless  did  expect  that  in  those  cities  Christians 
would  at  least  raise  a  standard,  offer  an  example,  and 
make  their  contribution. 

Whether  we  be  in  a  suburb,  a  city,  or  a  small 
town,  each  of  us  who  belongs  to  Jesus  is  called  upon 
to  live  as  well  as  let  live. 


The  point  holds  for  institutions  in  a  pluralistic 
society  --  and  most  especially  the  church.   By  "church" 
here  I  have  in  mind  a  local  congregation  in  a  partic- 
ular city.   For  example,  this  congregation  in  this  city 
The  Riverside  Church  owes  it  to  New  York  City  to  live 
and  as  well  let  live. 

Our  city  is  in  a  bad  way  at  the  moment.   Most  of 
us  have  the  feeling  that  we  are  moving  through  a  twi- 
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light  zone.   We  do  not  know  whether  it  is  the  twilight 
of  the  night  or  the  twilight  of  the  dawn.   Men  and  wo- 
men have  always  had  ambivalent  feelings  about  the  city. 
It  has  been  said  many  times  that  "God  made  the  country 
and  man  made  the  town. "   (There  is  some  questionable 
theology  running  through  that  observation. ) 

In  every  generation  there  have  been  Christians 
who  have  been  suspicious  of  the  city.   They  have  seen 
the  city  as  man's  attempt  at  a  counter-creation,  an 
effort  to  rival  God. 

It  is  hard  on  those  of  us  who  love  the  city  to 
remember  the  negative  way  in  which  the  tower  of  Babel 
represents  the  city  in  the  Bible.   It  is  equally  pain- 
ful to  recall  that  Cain  who  killed  his  brother  built 
the  first  city  on  record. 

All  the  same,  I  am  suspicious  of  the  romanti- 
cizing of  nature  that  flourishes  in  our  time  and  its 
companion  danger,  the  ruralization  of  God*   Is  God 
in  fact  more  present  on  a  prairie  than  He  could  pos- 
sibly be  in  a  city? 

In  earlier  days  it  was  conceded  that  the  bad  peo- 
ple didn't  all  come  from  the  city.   The  word   "pagan" 
which  has  an  utterly  pejorative  ring,  comes  from  the 
Latin  pagus  which  means  village.   Pagans  were  people 
from  the  country.   And  what  shall  we  say  of  the  word 
"villain"  which  comes  from  a  late  Latin  root  that 
means  "a  farm  servant?"  Every  time  you  hiss  the  vil- 
lain at  a  melodrama  you  are  indebted  to  a  rural  symbol. 

God  is  no  respecter  of  places.   He  is  as  present 
in  Grand  Central  as  in  the  Grand  Canyon.   As  present 
on  the  Eighth  Avenue  Subway  as  on  a  ski  slope  in  the 
Alps.   As  present  in  Gimbels'  basement  as  on  Pike's 
Peak.   As  present  in  a  Times  Square  crowd  as  on  a  South 
Sea  island  beach.   As  present  in  Prospect  Park  as  Yo- 
semite.   As  present  in  a  taxi  on  Broadway  as  in  a  gon- 
dola in  Venice.   Let  us  be  done  with  ruralizing  God 
and  falsely  romanticizing  nature.   God  is  here  among 
us  in  this  place. 
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Given  the  present  malaise  we  are  tempted  to  with- 
draw and  withhold  our  initiatives.   This  is  the  prime 
temptation  of  the  church  today  —  to  simply  study  the 
seismograph  each  day  and  keep  up  with  the  city's 
quakes.   God  has  not  called  us  to  merely  record  the 
readings  of  the  seismograph.   We  are  not  only  to  "let 
live,"  we  are  called  upon  to  LIVE!   We  have  a  charter 
that  propels  us  into  the  city's  life.  We  have  our  own 
particular  assessment  of  human  need  that  we  must  share 
We  have  no  right  to  prevail  in  New  York  City  but  we 
have  a  duty  to  contribute,  and  to  "do  our  thing." 


This  is  an  exceedingly  important  day  in  the  life 
of  this  church.   Do  you  ever  have  the  feeling  when  you 
join  an  institution  that  it's  almost  like  going  to  see 
a  continuously  running  movie?   My  mother  used  to  try 
to  get  us  out  of  the  house  on  a  wet  Saturday  by  giving 
us  twenty-five  cents  to  go  over  to  the  Sunset  Theatre 
on  125th  Street,  where  two  or  three  films  would  be 
running  without  let-up.   It  didn't  matter  when  you  ar- 
rived or  when  you  left.   It  was  all  pretty  much  the 
same.   Many  people  in  this  church  have  the  feeling  that 
something  has  been  going  on  here  that  they  don't  know 
how  to  get  into=   I  have  that  feeling  myself  at  times. 
Today  marks  the  beginning  of  a  new  feature!   We  are  at 
a  point  of  common  departure  whether  we  be  old  or  young, 
newcomers  or  long-time  members.   Metropolitan  Mission 
means  a  fresh  start  and  a  new  inquiry.' 

I  am  pleased  that  there  are  members  In  this  church 
in  large  numbers  who  join  me  in  not  wanting  the  church 
to  merely  drift 0   We  want  to  steer  intelligently.   In 
order  to  steer  intelligently  we  must  determine  where  we 
wish  to  go,   That's  really  all  that  this  Metropolitan 
Mission  is  about.   Because  theologically  we  believe  in 
the  priesthood  of  all  believers  and  because  constitu- 
tionally the  church  is  all  of  us,  we  want  everyone's 
input  in  this  process.   We  do  not  want  only  the  private 
judgments  of  select  theologians,  or  ministers,  or  staff 
members.   We  want  to  find  out  together  as  the  people 
of  God  what  our  initiatives  ought  to  be,  how  we  can 


-  5 


live  as  well  as  let  live  in  New  York  City. 

Let  me  briefly  touch  on  three  expectations  that 
I  believe  will  be  fulfilled  for  me  in  this  process. 
First,  I  think  we  are  going  to  get  a  fresh  appraisal 
of  our  current  program.   The  easiest  thing  in  the 
world  is  to  go  on  doing  what  you've  been  doing  because 
you've  been  doing  it!   Every  once  in  a  while  someone 
is  kind  enough  to  invite  us  out  to  speak,  usually  for 
some  mid-week  gathering  here  or  there.   When  this  hap- 
pens I  usually  ask  what  the  sponsors  want  the  occasion 
to  achieve.   This  often  proves  to  be  an  embarrassing 
question.   Sometimes  it  is  answered  in  this  way:  "Well, 
actually,  you  see,  we  always  meet  on  the  third  Thurs- 
day night  of  the  month  because  the  by-laws  say  we 
should."   Let's  not  have  any  more  of  that  at  Riverside 
—  meeting  just  because  we've  been  meeting.   That  is 
not  sufficient  justification. 

Some  churches  that  I  know  give  every  organization 
under  their  roof  a  one  year  lease  on  life.   Every 
year  they  must  apply  for  a  renewal  of  that  lease  to 
show  that  their  vision  is  current.   We  are  moving  in 
that  direction. 

The  second  thing  that  will  be  achieved,  I  believe, 
is  that  we  will  become  acquainted  again  with  our  own 
roots  and  sources.   A  lot  of  nonsense  has  been  spoken 
and  written  in  recent  years  about  letting  the  world 
draw  up  the  church's  agenda.   I  never  went  along  with 
that  sentiment  because  it  suggested  that  we  are  to 
sit  around  waiting  for  overtures  from  the  outside  to 
tell  us  what  to  do.   Indeed,  we  are  made  aware  of  what 
needs  doing  by  sounds  outside,  but  we  have  as  well 
powerful  theological  reasons  that  work  from  within  to 
thrust  us  into  life.   It  is  not  enough  that  we  be  so- 
ciologically current.   We  must  know  what  it  is  that 
put  us  here  in  the  first  place  and  what  it  is  that 
makes  the  church  the  church. 

To  put  it  differently,  we  must  work  continuously 
to  re-establish  the  church's  Galilean  connection.  All 
that  we  do  rises  from  the  incarnation,  the  earthly  life 
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the  crucifixion  and  the  resurrection  of  Jesus  Christ. 

A  third  dividend  will  come  in  the  form  of  discov- 
ering new  ways  of  relating  to  those  who  suffer  in  our 
city.   There  are  several  ways  in  which  a  city  is  per- 
ceived.  Most  of  us  perceive  the  city  by  means  of  tele- 
vision, radio  and  newspaper.   That  is,  we  see  statis- 
tics and  read  stories.   We  are  moved  for  two  or  three 
minutes,  until  the  next  commercial  comes  on.   That's 
one  level . 

There's  another  level  of  perception  that  belongs 
to  a  people  who  are  paper-shuffling,  conference-going, 
highly  verbal  types.   I  find  myself  in  this  group 
quite  often  —  feeling  very  important  as  I  move  out  of 
the  office  to  go  to  a  meeting  where  I  will  be  talking 
with  others  who  have  left  their  offices  to  go  to  a 
meeting  to  talk  about  the  city.   I  am  of  the  mood  right 
now  to  get  out  from  under  some  of  these  board  and  com- 
mittee type  responsibilities  in  order  to  get  out  where 
the  people  are. 

James  Angell  in  his  book,  Put  Your  Arms  Around 
the  City,  makes  this  point  in  a  way  that  speaks  to  me : 
"Only  skin  to  skin,  life  to  life  encounters  can  redeem 
the  city  from  anonymous  death  and  enable  men  to  pene- 
trate a  bloodless  wall  of  switches,  punch  cards,  and 
rules  for  behaving  in  mass  society."  1   I  am  hopeful 
that  I  will  discover  some  "skin  to  skin,  life  to  life" 
encounters  with  those  who  suffer. 


LIVE  and  let  live.   This  is  our  responsibility  in 
a  pluralistic  society.   A  prayer  that  I  discovered  in 
the  Preacher's  Room  at  Harvard  this  fall  could  help  us 
on  our  way.   It  is  a  prayer  that  was  offered  for  the 
President  of  Harvard,  James  Bryant  Conant,  in  1933: 

"Give  him  fidelity  for  the  day  that  is  past, 
Patience  and  insight  for  the  day  that  is  present, 
And  the  spirit  of  prophecy  to  foresee  the  day 
that  is  to  come«"    Amen. 
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FOOTNOTE: 

Angell,  James  W. ,  Put  Your  Arms  Around  the  City,  p.  27 
Fleming  H.  Revell  Co.,  Old  Tappan,  New  Jersey,  1970 
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